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ABSTRACT 

This study examined the relationship between leader 
power and the amount of conflict with teachers' perceptions of their 
empowerment. Drawing from the literature, the study identified 
underlying dimensions of empowerment as teachers* involvement in 
decision making, and teacher impact » status, autonomy, opportunities 
for professional development, and self~ef f icacy. To measure power 
bases, the Rahim Leader Power Inventory (RLPI) , a School Participant 
Empowerment Scale (SPES) , and the Rahim Organizational Conflict 
Inventory I (ROCI-I) were completed by elementary school, middle 
school/junior high school, and high school teachers employed by the 
state of Alabama. Results showed that a principal's power was exerted 
because he or she was the boss; teachers' who perceived themselves as 
participating in the school decision making process gave the 
principal power because of their personal belief in the 
administrator's good will; and the only significant relationship 
between conflict and empowerment was found between intrapersonal 
conflict such as teachers trying to decide whether home requirements 
were more important than school requirements, or whether it was more 
important to spend time on discipline or instruction. Tables 
displaying descriptive statistics are included. (Contains 35 
references.) (LL) 
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Exploring the Links Among Teacher Empowerment, Leader Power, and Conflict 



Teacher empowerment has become a focus of educational reform, leadership 
models, and teaching effectiveness. Responding to the lead of business and industry, 
educational planners and policy makers are assuming that commercial productivity issues 
are applicable to educational productivity. Business organizations have found that 
empowered workers contribute more to the profit motives of the company at less cost. 
Educational leaders faced with similar productivity concems and cost constraints are also 
exploring empowerment strategies for their personnel. 

The main force driving the empowerment movement in education is teacher 
effectiveness. The assumption is that teachers who design and control their educational 
services and are free from a subordinating school administration are more effective than 
teachers who feel alienated and powerless (Kanungo, 1992). When teachers are more 
effective, student achievement, responsiveness to student conflict, teacher satisfaction, 
and the school environment improves. Productivity increases as schools are expected to 
do more with less. 

The connection between the school's environment including teacher attitudes, and 
the successful attainment of its mission (Ellis, 1988), can be affected adversely if certain 
factors, e.g., the amounts and types of conflict and the successful or unsuccessful 
management of that conflict, impinge upon that environment. In addition, leader use of 
power to influence teacher action can impact teacher commitment (Rahim, (1989). 

Fahman and Qark (1983), in their assessment of contlict's toll upon school 
climate, suggested that "The greatest problem that it [conflict] presents ... is interference 
with the establishment and maintenance of other priorities within the organization** 
(pp. 93-94). However, it is not known if conflict and principal use of power impact 
teachers* perceptions of empowerment. 
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Therefore, the purpose of this study is to examine the nature of the relationship 
between leader power and amount of conflict with teacher's perceptions of their 
empowerment. Specifically, we asked whether the teachers* perception of their 
empowerment is related to (a) leader power, or (b) amount of conflict the teacher 
perceives. The influence of age, race, and principal's sex on teacher empowerment was 
also analyzed. 

Conceptual Framework 

Empowerment 

The interest in empowerment in education has sprung from business and industrial 
efforts to improve productivity* Kanungo (1992) cited alienation at work "as the most 
pervasive phenomenon of the post-industrial society and management in both the private 
and public sectors are engaged in a constant struggle against it for their own survival** 
(p* 414). Alienated workers are apathetic, frustrated, and uninvolved with their jobs. 
Businesses that counter worker alienation with empowerment plans will improve 
their position to compete with firms who have solved this problem. The principal 
strategy is to replace authority based management with participative management. 

Contempory educational trends have incorporated empowerment strategies as a 
means to improve school effectiveness. The principle is that those who are closest to the 
teaching should be making the decisions about teaching. Terms such as site-based 
management, teacher empowerment, and local control have filled the literature as 
industrial models have been adapted to educational settings. 

Short & Rinehart (1992) identified six underlying dimensions of empowerment: 
(1) involvement in decision making, (2) teacher impact, (3) teacher status, (4) autonomy, 
(5) opportunities for professional development, and (6) teacher self-efficacy. 
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Decision Making 

This dimension of empowerment relates to the participation of teachers in critical 
decisions that directly affect their work. Providing teachers with a significant role in 
school decision making is a key element in empowerment in that teachers gain the 
opportunity to increase control over their work environment. 

Impact 

Impact refers to teachers* perceptions that they have an effect and influence on 
school life, Ashton and Webb (1986) posit that teachers' self-esteem grows when they 
feel that they are doing something worthwhile, that they are doing it in a competent 
manner, and that they are recognized for theii accomplishments, Lightfoot (1986) adds 
that teachers in her study of good schools grew from the respect they received from 
parents and community as well as the support they felt for their ideas. 

The status on the empowerment scale refers to the teacher's sense of esteem 
ascribed by students, parents, community members, peers, and superiors to the position of 
teacher. Recognition of this esteem can be found in comments and attitudes from the 
various constituents of the school environment, responses to the teacher's instructions, 
and the respect afforded the teaching profession. 

Autonomy 

Autonomy, as a dimension of empowerment, refers to teachers' beliefs that they 
can control certain aspects of their work life. This may be control over scheduling, 
curriculum, textbooks, and instmctional planning. 
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Pmfessional Growth 

As a dimension of empowerment, professional growth refers to teachers' 
perceptions that the school in which they work provides them with opportunities to grow 
and develop professionally, to learn continuously, and to expand one's own skills through 
the work life of the school. 

Self-Efficacv 

Self-efficacy refers to teachers' perceptions that they have the skills and ability to 
help students leam, are competent in building effective programs for students, and can 
effect changes in student learning. Blase (1982) states that the primary rewards in 
teaching result from the teacher's positive self-evaluations of performance with students 
in instractional, moral, and counseling terms. Self-efficacy develops as an individual 
acqukes self-knowledge and the belief that they are personally competent and has 
mastered skills necessary to effect desired outcomes. 

<^onflict 

Conflict has been identified as either mrropersonal or inrerpersonal (intragroup 
and intergroup). Intrapersonal or role conflict occurs when an individual must choose 
between alternatives which are opposing and compelling (Rahim, 1992). Intrapersonal 
conflict may occur when experiences contradict role expectations. Role conflict has been 
associated with undesired personal and organizational outcomes (e. g., Behrman & 
Peneault, 1984). 

Rahim (1992) characterized interpersonal conflict as incompatibilities, 
disagreements, or differences between two or more persons. In an organi7ation, 
interpersonal conflict can occur within a group (intragroup) or between groups 
(intergroup) and can involve a lateral or coUegial relationship (Pondy, 1967). Zuelke and 
Willerman (1992) recognized that within the school setting several groups may 



ERIC 



6 



TEACHER EMPOWERMENT 



5 



experience conflict with one another Fielder (1967) identified three task group types 
within which intragroup conflict may occur: interacting, coaching, and counteracting. 
An interacting task group includes members who work interdependently such that the 
completion of a task by one member is dependent upon the work of another. Team 
teaching exemplifies this classification. A coaching task group includes members who 
work somewhat independently in which the success of one group member is not 
necessarily dependent upon the woik of another group member. Self-contained 
classroom teachers exemplify this classification. The counteracting task group involves 
persons working together to reconcile differences and mitigate the effect of conflict. A 
negotiating or consulting team exemplifies this classification. 

Intergroup conflict occurs in complex organizations when two or more groups are 
interdependent and operate with different goals, norms, or orientations, thereby creating 
circumstances in which conflict is inevitable (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967; Walton & 
Dutton, 1969). Examples include conflict between sales and production teams in 
business and between teachers and administrators in education. 

Conventional wisdom suggests that as the ills of society permeate our classrooms, 
time devoted to conflict management will increase, diverting attention from school 
priorities. If the effective school is dependent upon the effective principal and teachers, 
then it would appear that "the resolution of those conflicts is often crucial in determining 
the progress or decay that will characterize a schooFs learning environment" (Hughes & 
Robertson, 1980, p. 3). 

The styles by which conflict is managed within an organization can be functional 
or dysfunctional (Rahim, 1992). Functional conflict management moves the organization 
fiom stagnation to generation; it stimulates and energizes. Ideas and issues are often 
clarified. Productivity increases and creative problem solving is exhibited. 
Dysfunctional conflict management reduces communication, diminishes effective 
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interactions, and deci-eases problem solving. It creates chaos, and it demoralizes and 
renders unproductive teachers, administrators, and students. 

Conflict is a concern surrounding all phases of the empowerment model. 
Before the infusion of empowerment strategies, workers who feel powerless and alienated 
may experience psychological and physiological symptoms characteristic of 
dysfunctional conflict Dysfunctional conflict creates chaos and interferes with job 
performance and productivity. It tends to lessen communication among members of the 
organization. When cooperation is needed, the members are introspective and lack 
enthusiasm for the task at hand. Withdrawal and distancing of the participants decreases 
problem solving and effective interaction. Under these circumstances implementation of 
the empowerment process may be impossible. 

Empowerment strategies depend on all of the organizational functions that 
dysfunctional conflict inhibits. Teachers must communicate, engage in problem solving 
interactions, and cooperate. However, schools with the greatest needs are possibly those 
which suffer most from high amounts of conflict, a large percentage of time devoted to its 
management, and ineffective conflict management styles; thus, school leaders are faced 
with the prospect of adding to the amount of conflict in a dysfunctional school by 
introducing empowerment 

Leader Power 

Power is defined as "the ability of one party to change or control the behavior, 
attitudes, opinions, objectives, needs, and values of another party" (Rahim, 1989, p. 545). 
Power is determined by the extent the leader can influence subordinates (Dahl, 1957; 
French & Raven, 1959;Hersey, Blanchard, & Natemeyer, 1979; Krausz, 1986). The 
source of power that leaders use is critical to the influence they acquire. French and 
Raven (1959) have organized a typology to identify five power bases: Legitimate 
Power — the legitimate right of the leader usually by virtue of the position that the leader 
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holds to prescribe or control behavior, Coercive Power — ^the leader* s control over 
punishment; Reward Power — ^theleader^s control over reward; Expert Power — special 
knowledge or expertness; and Referent Power — ^the subordinate's desire to identify with 
the leader. 

The school leader typically may use one or more of these power bases to 
accomplish any or all of the goals and objectives adopted for the school. The power base 
or bases chosen by the leader potentially affect such psycho-social dimensions as conflict, 
trust, and influence, either positively or negatively. 

The definition of leadership, as Yukl (1989) points out, is varied and elusive* 
Yukl also observes that "researchers usually define leadership according to their 
individual perspective and the aspect of the phenomenon of most interest to them" (p. 2). 
For purposes of this study, leadership has been defined as "the way power is used in the 
process of influencing the actions of others" (Krausz, 1986, p. 86). 

Leader Power Effectiveness 

The leader's power is perceived by the subordinate. The subordinates identify the 
leader's power and allow the leader to influence their behavior. The leader-subordinate 
interaction may have either constructive or destructive consequences in an organization. 
Constructive consequences occur when members of the organization feel competent as 
professionals and as human beings. Subordinate satisfaction with leadership is high. 
Destructive consequences occur when members feel powerless, alienated, and oppressed 
and become passive and combative. Subordinates are dissatisfied with the leadership. 
"The organizational climate with such leadership reflects mistrust, low morale, and 
chronic lack of motivation" (Krausz, p. 90). 

Yukl (1989), after a disclaimer regarding inadequacy of power research, offers a 
summary of the effect on power bases on subordinate outcomes. These outcomes include 
commitment, compliance, and resistance. The most likely outcomes are either 
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conunitment or compUance to referent, expert, legitimate, and reward power. Resistance 
is the most likely outcome of coercive power. Rahim (1989) found that legitimate, 
expert, and referent power bases were positively associated with subordinate compUance 
and that reward power was not. Reward and coercive power would likely be associated 
with resistance, a form of conflict. Rahim also found that only referent and expert power 
bases were positively associated with subordinate satisfaction. Johnson (1989) found that 
teacher satisfaction as a measure of school climate was strongly associated with the 
amount of teacher conflict. 

The above literature indicates that power bases are important in determining the 
actions of other. Also, the power bases have an effect on the way people feel about their 
own actions and the actions of others. One of the actions taken by school is teacher 
empowerment. The context of the power bases in which empowerment is attained may 
be related to the amount of conflict that teachers experience. 

The questions to be answered in this study are: 

1 . What power bases used by the school leader are associated with teacher 
empowerment? 

2. What is the relationship of conflict to teacher empowerment? 

3. What is the relationship of age, race, and principal' s sex to teacher 
empowerment? 

Method 

Tnstniments 

The five French and Raven (1989) bases of power were measured by the Rahim 
Uader Power Inventory (RLPI) (Rahim, 1988). This 29-item instrument uses a 5-point 
Likert scale to measure the perceptions of teachers regarding the principals' bases of 
power. A higher score indicates a greater base of a principals' power. The author 
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reported internal consistency reliabilities ranging between ,72-,88 from a random sample 
of business organization members* 

School Participant Empowerment Scale (SPES) is a 38-item instrument 
containing six subscales. They are: (a) Decision Making, (b) Professional Growth, (c) 
Status, (d) Self-Efficacy, (e) Autonomy, and (f) impact. The response scale is a 5-point 
Likert-type scale. It was reported that coefficient alphas was -94 for the total scale and 
those for the six factor scale ranged from ,81 to ,89, The split-Half reliability of this 
instrument is ,75 (Short & Rinehart, 1992), 

The amount of conflict was measured by the Rahim Organizational Conflict 
Inventory I (ROCM) (Rahim, 1983), The ROCM is a 21-item instrument using a 5-point 
Likert-scale to measure three independent dimensions of organizational conflict: 
intrapersonal, intragroup, and intergroup, A higher score indicates a lower amount of 
conflict for most of the items. Reliability coefficieiits for the ROCI-I for the sample 
were computed using Cronbach*s alpha. They were intrapersonal, alpha = ,73; 
intragroup, alpha =,85; and intergroup, alpha = ,812, The reliability coefficients are 
comparable to those reported by Rahim (1983). 

2ami2l£ 

Three hundred teachers were randomly selected by computer from the list of 
teachers employed in the State of Alabama, Each of the teachers was mailed a packet 
containing the three instruments used in the study, a demographic questionnaire, and a 
letter describing the study and requesting the teachers* participation. They were to return 
the completed instruments in an enclosed postage-paid envelope. The initial mailing 
yielded 124 usable responses. After two weeks a follow-up packet was sent to the 
nonrespondents asking that they proceed with participating in the study. This produced 
and addition 70 usable responses for an overall return rate of 65 percent. 
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Results and Discussion 
The distribution of subjects across school levels was elementary (92), middle 
school/junior high school (53), and senior high school (49). The average age was 42.7 
with the range extending from 23 to 65. The average number of years teaching 
experience was 14.7 with the range extending from 0 to 38. Other demographics 
included race (white 12.\ non-white 67, and 1 not responding), gender of the teachers 
(male 34, female 160), and gender of the teacher's principal (male 129, female 61, and 4 
not responding). 

Descriptive Statistics . The means on each of the test instruments, the RLPI, the 
SPEA, and the ROCH, were examined, for each of the subscales. The larger the mean for 
the RLPI subscales, the more the teachers attributed their leader with the associated 
power base. The larger the means for the SPEA subscales, the more the teachers 
identified with the associated empowerment dimensions, the smaller the mean for the 
ROCI-I subscales, the more the teachers identified the amount of conflict with the 
associated conflict scale. All means for the subscales in each test were compared using a 
paired t-test, and all were found to be significantiy different (p=.05). Table 1 contains the 
summary of the subscale means and their standard deviations. 



Insert Table 1 about here. 



MANOVA and Multiple Regression Analyses . A multivariate test with Pillai*s criterion 
was conducted to check if the independent variables (demographics, the five power bases, 
and three conflict scales) were significantly related to the dependent variables (Decision 
Making, Professional Growth, Status, Self-Efficacy, Autonomy, and Importance). This 
yielded a value of .75015 with an approximate F ratio of 2.27 and a significance of 
p<.001. The calculated effect size for an N=187 was .21 with a power of 1.0. Seven of 
the 194 usable cases were rejected because of missing data. The univariate F-tests for the 
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three dependent variables yielded F values as follows: Decision Making, 3.72; 
Professionai Growth, 4.85; Status, 2.46; Self-Efficacy, 2.89; Autonomy, 2.58; 
Importance, 2.91. Each was significant (p<.01). Then, six hierarchical multiple 
regression analyses were computed to test the relationships of the demographics, the five 
power bases, and the three conflict scales to the six dependent variables using the SPSS 
computer package. In each regression analysis, each group of variables was entered as a 
set, first the demographics, then the power bases, and last the conflict scales. The 
demographics were entered furst to control for the effects on empowerment of Race, Age 
and Gender of the Principal. The power bases were entered second because of the their 
hypothesized influence on the conflict scales. A test for the interaction between and 
amount the power bases and the conflict scales yielded no significant effects. 

Results from the regression analysis employing Decision Making as the dependent 
variable show a significant F change when Demographics and Power bases were added to 
the equation. The demographic set accounted for 4.5% of the variance of the dependent 
variable and the power bases accounted for 1 1.6% of the variance. However, when all of 
the independent variables were entered in the equation, only the Referent power base 
accounted for a significant portion of the variance in Decision Making. The positive Beta 
coefficient indicates a positive relationship between Decision Making and Referent 
Power. 

Results from the regression analysis employing Professional Growth as the 
dependent variable show a significant F change when each of the predictor variables was 
added to the equation. The demographic set accounted for 7% of the variance of the 
dependent variable, the power bases accounted for 11.5% of the variance, and conflict 
accounted for 4.7% of the variance. However, when all of the independent variables were 
entered in the equation, only the Gender of the Principal accounted for a significant 
portion of the variance in Professional Growth. The positive Beta coefficient indicates a 
positive relationship between Professional Growth and female principals. 
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Results from the regression analysis employing Status as the dependent variable 
show a significant F change when Demographics and Power bases were added to the 
equation. The demographic set accounted for 4.5% of the variance of the dependent 
variable and the power bases accounted for 6.6% of the variance. However, when all of 
the independent variables were entered in the equation, only the Gender of the Principal 
and Legitimate Power accounted for a significant portion of the variance in Status. The 
positive Beta coefficient indicates a positive relationship between Status and female 
principals and Legitimate Power. 

Results from the regression analysis employing Self Efficacy as the dependent 
variable show a significant F change when Demographics and Power bases were added to 
the equation. The demographic set accounted for 5.4% of the variance of the dependent 
variable and the power bases accounted for 6.7% of the variance. However, when all of 
the independent variables were entered in the equation, only the Age, Legitimate Power, 
and Intrapersonal Conflict accounted for a significant portion of the variance in Self- 
Efficacy. The negative Beta coefficient indicates that ratings of Self-Efficacy decrease 
with increased age. Higher ratings of Legitimate Power indicate higher scores on Self- 
Efficacy, and lower amounts of Intrapersonal Conflict were associated with higher scores 
on Self-Efficacy. 

Results from the regression analysis employing Ar^onomy as the dependent 
variable show a significant F change only when the predictor variable of Power and was 
entered into the equation. The power bases accounted for 6.6% of the variance. 
However, when all of the independent variables were entered in the equation, only the 
Reward Power accounted for a significant portion of the variance in Autonomy. The 
positive Beta coefficient indicates a positive relationship between Reward Power 
Autonomy. 

Results from the regression analysis employing Importance as the dependent 
variable show a significant F change when Demographics and Power bases were added to 
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the equation. The demographic set accounted for 7.2% of the variance of the dependent 
variable and the power bases accounted for 6. 1% of the variance. However, when all of 
the independent variables were entered in the equation, only the Gender of the Principal, 
Age, and Legitimate Power accounted for a significant portion of the variance in 
Importance. The positive Beta coefficient indicates a positive relationship between 
Importance and both Legitimate Power and female principals. However, the negative 
Beta coefficient indicates that ratings of Importance decrease with Age. The regression 
results are summarized in Table 2. 



Insert Table 2 about here 



Results from the regression analysis employing a composite Empowerment score 
as the dependent variable (the six subscales combined into one score) show a significant 
F change when each of the dependent variables was added to the equation. The 
Demographic set accounted for 8.2% of the variance of the dependent variable. Power 
bases accounted for 8.9%, and Conflict accounted for 4%. However, when all of the 
independent variables were entered in the equation, only Gender of the Principal, Age, 
and Legitimate Power accounted for a significant portion of the variance in 
Empowerment. The positive Beta coefficient indicates a positive relationship between 
Empowerment and both Legitimate Power and female principals . However, the negative 
Beta coefficient indicates that ratings of Empowerment decrease with Age. The 
regression results are summarized in Table 3. 



Insert Table 3 about here 



Because none of the school districts in the state in which this study was conducted 
are under any directive to implement any kind of teacher empowerment plan such as site 
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based management, variability in empoweraient ratings by the teachers derives from 
differences in leadership beliefs and styles found among the individual school 
administrators. Within this context, principals in this study were seen to use their 
legitimate power base most frequently and the reward power base the least. The principal 
exerts power because she or he is the boss. This concept of leader power is traditional in 
this state and no particular incentive has been offered to change. Reward is the lowest 
rated power base probably because of the limited rewards available to the administrator. 

The principal's legitimate power base was a significant predictor in three of the 
School Participant Empowerment Scale subscales — Status, Self -Efficacy, and Impact — in 
the multiple regression analysis. The amount of empowerment found in each of these 
subscales was positively correlated to legitimate power. The relationship of legitimate 
power to Teacher Status seems logical. If the principal derives power because of 
position, then teachers might expect to derive status because of position. However, the 
relationship of legitimate power to Self-Efficacy and Impact is somewhat of an enigma. 
An explanation of this relationship probably derives from the combined result of high 
legitimate power and low coercive and reward power. Rahim (1989) observed that 
legitimate power was positively associated with compliance and that reward and coercive 
power was likely to produce resistance. The positive affect for teachers associated with 
the legitimate power possib'y has some impact on the affective dimensions of Self- 
Efficacy and Impact, 

Referent power, the second rated power base of principals, was positively related 
to Decision Making, the lowest rated empowerment subscale. The relationship of teacher 
satisfaction with the principal to the principal's use of referent power was acknowledged 
by Rahim (1989). This finding suggests that teachers' who perceive themselves as 
participating in the school decision making process give the principal power because of 
the teachers' personal belief in good will of the principal; thus, principals who would 
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replace legitimate power with referent power also likely would invest more decision 
making opportunities in the faculty. Obviously, trust is an issue here. 

The only significant relationship between conflict and empowerment was found 
between Intrapersonal Conflict and Self-Efficacy. Higher Intrapersonal Conflict scores 
were related to lower Self-Efficacy scores. Intrapersonal Conflict often is an indicator of 
role conflict — conflict between two or more competing tasks or expectations. Some 
teachers may find themselves facing a dilemma trying to decide whether home 
requirements are more important that school requirements or whether spending time on 
discipline is more important that instruction. Such role conflicts can have destructive 
consequences and a resultant sense of decreased self-efficacy. 

This study provides empirical evidence of the relationship of principal leader 
influence and teachers' perceptions of empowerment. A clearer understanding of how 
leader power, conflict in the organization and teachers' sense of empowerment is needed 
in order to create environments and relationships conducive to school participants* sense 
of contribution and growth in their professional work life. 
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